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She eyed me from the bed as I poured two glasses of Beaujolais Nuevo. 

“You look excited,” Hannah said softly, giving me the “come hither” look. 

I set the bottle down, took a glass in each hand, and sat at her feet. 

"Indeed I am, 2021 is an exceptional year. I dare say Beaujolais Nuevo was about the thing 2021 was a good year for."

She laughed.

I handed her a glass and raised mine.

“Cheers.” 

We clinked and sipped. She was a lovely woman. She wasn't fat but she wasn't lithe either. Her chin-length black hair hung down and framed her square face. She wore a black satin nightgown coming down to her knees. Setting my wine aside, I gazed into her brown eyes for a moment. Our lips met. 

I must admit feeling a pang of shame for bedding her under false pretenses. But it wasn't sufficient to take the wind from my sails. What followed was a night of lovemaking sufficiently passionate to slake any man's lust. 

I awoke the next morning with a nasty headache. You've heard of The Grapes of Wrath? This my friends was the Wrath of Grapes! 

She stirred. Her gaze met mine. 

“I believe what you’re looking for is on the desk.” 

“A jar of Excedrin?” 

“The letters. That’s why you’re here, right?” 

Time to come clean. 

“Indeed it is.” 

“Thought so.” 

I rose and walked to the desk. I found a bundle of letters all penned by one Sanford Pendleton. Sandy was a septuagenarian and one of the firm's more prominent clients. 

These letters I'd been charged with retrieving expressed, in rather graphic detail, Sandy Pendleton's prurient interest in Hannah's feet. Having a bit of an appreciation for women's feet myself, I could see where old Sandy was coming from, even if he was giving us all a bad name. But these letters in the wrong hands would prove quite damaging. I lifted the bundle. 

“Thank you, Hannah.” 

“Thank you for making me feel cheap.” 

"I must admit Hannah, I feel bad about the false pretenses, but I have to say I’m rather taken by you. I’d love to see you again, soon.” 

Much to my surprise, Hannah smiled. 

"Really?"

"Indeed."

“I’d like that.” 

“How about I take you to dinner tonight?” 

"Love to."

"I'll pick you up at eight."

Hannah and I shared a final kiss before we parted ways.
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PERHAPS THIS WOULD be an appropriate time to tell you a bit about myself. Devane's the name, Vance Devane. I'm employed by my sister-in-law, Maura's firm, Devane & Associates Asset Management. Maura is the asset manager; I am the associate. I'm the head, and sole employee of a department called "Sensitive Matters." My job? Investigate matters our wealthy and sometimes famous clients would prefer to be kept quiet.

The day had dawned cool and under a chain mail sky. But the sun was making a valiant effort and patches of blue appeared in the clouds. I slid behind the wheel and opted to head straight for the office.   

My ride, much to my environmentally-conscious employer's chagrin is a bright purple Lamborghini Murcielago. I made the right onto Route 278 and headed east over the bridges to Hilton Head Island. I arrived at our office off New Orleans Road and found the Boss's Prius already there. How fortuitous. 

Maura was in the break room setting up the coffee maker. Part of being an eco-nut meant shunning Keurig machines, such a pity. 

"Merry Christmas," I said, offering the stack of letters. 

She smiled. 

“Fantastic work. Did you have much trouble finding them?” 

“Surprisingly no. She handed them over voluntarily.” 

“That is a wonderful turn of events. We must send Hanna Montague a gift.” 

“I’ll handle it personally.” 

Maura nodded.

"Why don't we step into my office?"

"Oh, God."

"What?"

"You only invite me into your office when you want something."

"Come on, Vance."

I followed Maura to her office and took a seat in one of the client chairs.

"Well, let's have it."

"Joan Fairchild."

"That miserable old hag?"

"Careful Vance, that miserable old hag an important client."

"Duly noted."

"She claims something of value was stolen from her."

"I do believe this sounds like a matter for the police."

"You and I both know they'd make a report and that'd be the end of it."

I had to concede this point.

"She lives in Palmetto Bluff?"

"Correct."

"I guess I'd better make my coffee to go, then."
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I FILLED MY YETTI TUMBLER and aimed the Lamborghini west. Palmetto Bluff is a ritzy enclave on the New River in Bluffton. As I pulled up the security gate, my stomach felt like a ball of lead. Joan Fairchild was one crotchety old bitty who'd amassed her fortune husband by husband. Guys, get a prenup.

I rang the bell and the maid showed me in. She led me to a sitting room where Ms. Fairchild sat in a high-back club chair. Between her hooked nose and chin that jutted out, I suspect Ms. Fairchild's face was not only capable of stopping clocks but opening beer bottles!

"Why hast thou summoned me?"

"Have a seat, Vance."

I did as she asked.

"I've called you here because I've been robbed."

"Yes. Maura told me as much."

"One of my Violins disappeared from my safe in the middle of the night."

"A violin? That's what you need me for?"

"Not just any old violin, a Stradivarius."

That piqued my interest.

"A Stradivarius? Those are quite valuable."

"Indeed they are."

"I assume you have it insured."

"I do indeed, but I'm hoping it won't come to that."

"I strongly suggest you go to the police with this."

"Nonsense my boy! I won't have this spreading through the rumor mill."

"But without a police report, how will you file an insurance claim?"

"There won't be an insurance claim. You're going to find it."

I smiled in place of a sigh, a trick I've mastered when dealing with hard-headed clients like these.

"Let's get down to brass tacks, shall we? I'll need a complete list of those working in the house."

"I'll e-mail that list to you personally."

"That would be most helpful. How about house guests? Do you have any?"

"Indeed. There's Charles Goodson, a childhood friend of mine from New York. Then there's my, um, child, Roscoe. They're here with their Partner Sydney Long."

"I'm Guessing Roscoe is non-binary?"

"You guess right. They came out a few days ago. I guess that's what the kids are calling it these days. I'm certain it's just a phase."

Wasn't Ms. Fairchild just a peach?

"How many of them knew about the Stradivarius?"

"All of them. I played it for them several nights ago."

"Could you think of any reason for one of them to steal it?"

"If I could, I wouldn't need you now would I, Vance?"

I had to concede that point.

"Very well, when did you notice the violin missing?"

"Yesterday evening."

"Where is it usually kept?"

"In my master bedroom closet."

"Is the closet normally locked."

"Of course not."

"Might I have a look?"

Fairchild nodded.

"I'll lead the way."

I followed Fairchild up the front staircase. Her master bedroom was easily twice the size of my condo. A king-size canopy bed was against one wall and a pair of French doors opened onto a balcony overlooking the backyard and marshes beyond.

The walk-in closet could garage my Lamborginhi. There were rows of racks containing designer clothes, jewelry, and shoes. One rack contained several violin cases and one slot was empty.

"Ms. Fairchild, do you by any chance have cameras installed?"

"My goodness no."

Of course! Why make it easy?
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I DO LOVE MUSIC, AND I play a wicked stereo. Violins on the other hand? I knew practically zilch. It was time to get an education.

I boarded the Lamborghini and headed east. I crossed the bridges back to the island and hung a left on Gumtree Road. I pulled into the parking lot of Hilton Head High School and killed the motor.

Entering a school these days is vastly different from when I was a lad and not in a good way. One entered by way of a sally port. A security officer sat at a desk behind a window.

"Name?"

"Vance Devane. Here to see my brother Arty. He's a music teacher."

"He expecting you."

"No, it's kind of spur of the moment."

"Can't let you in. Not since Covid."

I stifled an eye roll and pulled out my phone. I dialed Arty's number and he answered on the third ring.

"What is it, Vance?"

"I'm down here at Checkpoint Charlie. Can you tell them to let me in? I need to ask you some questions about a case."

"Sorry Vance, rules are rules."

That time I rolled my eyes hard enough to see the back of my head.

"Tell you what, school should be out soon, right?"

"Yeah, about an hour."

"I'll buy you a beer at North End."

"Okay, see you there in a few."

I returned to the parking lot where I found several students checking out my ride. One kid with long blond hair gave me a "hey, nice car man."

I thanked him and slid behind the wheel. The North End Pour House was just five minutes from the school on Mathews Drive. 

I had some time to kill before Arty got off work, so I bellied up to the bar. When it comes to beer, my three favorite letters in the alphabet are I, P, and A. I was pleased to find several on tap. I ordered New Belgium Voodoo Ranger.

I'd just about finished my drink when Arty arrived and flopped down on the stool next to mine. The bartender came over and I told him to put Arty's drinks on my tab.

"All right Vance, what kind of case could you possibly need my help with?"

"I'm hunting down a stolen Stradivarius."

"Whoa."

"I understand they're quite valuable but I don't know much more. I was hoping you could give me a little background."

"You are correct; they are indeed valuable and rare. But that's not the only reason they're sought after."

"Oh?"

Arty sipped his beer.

"Stradivarius instruments are reputed to have superior sound quality to other instruments. This is supposedly due to Europe experiencing a mini ice age at the time."

"How in God's name does that affect a violin's sound quality?"

"By making the tree wood denser. Now, this is only a supposition of course but the instruments are still highly prized."

"What do you think something like that is worth?" 

"Oh, millions. But most stolen Strads are recovered."

"I see."

"Of Course, money may not be the motivator. It's a human desire to collect and own prestigious things."

"I hear you."

"Anyway, thanks for the beer. Hope that helped."

"Oh, it did, thanks."

Arty got off his stool.

"Do me a favor, Vance."

"What?"

"Don't put this on your expense report. Maura always hits ceiling when you do that and I have to live with her."

Arty took his leave and I ordered one more beer. It had been an illuminating meeting indeed. A Stradivarius would be very hard to move.

Of course, one tactic employed by thieves of high-end goods was to simply approach the insurance company and demand a ransom, usually, a fraction of its insured value. Why? A fence would usually pay a thief pennies on the dollar. But, there was no insurance claim this time around.

That begged the question, did the thief wish to sell or play the purloined instrument? Either way, it was a risk.

Assuming the malefactor wasn't stupid, there was no way they'd attempt to sell it locally. Also assuming the thief possessed a modicum of intelligence, they wouldn't take the Strad to any old pawn shop. Hilton Head, Bluffton, and Beaufort had their share of antique shops and auction houses. But
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